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India is an ancient land and Indian civilisation is the oldest surviving civilisation as of today.

In India, many faiths originated, cultures grew and civilisations mingled and enriched each other.

Civilisations developed, grew and but never faded out completely as others came up. The new cultures and civilisations just added and built up on the previous one.

This saw an intermingling of ideas, concepts, practices, and beliefs.

Indian civilisation and culture are simple and yet complex. It seems chaotic, unorganised, and makes no sense to the outsider. There seem too many contradictions, too many divergences in the entire process.

But to an Indian, everything seems simple and straightforward. The perceptions of western thought imagines everything in black and white. Indians think in multihued colours, a rainbow, each colour is different but makes an enchanting singularity.

The stories of India are also reflected this. 

A story could have different versions, different perspectives depending on the local culture and traditions.

This makes reading Indian tales fun and enlightening. 

Each tale may look simple but will have underlying concepts and lessons for living.

Many stories were told orally, and changed with each retelling.

Some of them are stories I read, some are stories I saw, and some stories heard during my travels around the country.

The epics have different written versions. There are oral traditions too, songs, local legends celebrated in local festivals like the Koothandavar festival in Tamil Nadu. 

There are also folktales which seem simple but have a universal and relevant lessons even today.

These stories have lessons for life if we choose to accept it. If we do not, then also these are magical tales that enchant and entertain.

I enjoyed retelling these timeless tales; I wish and hope you enjoy reading them.

R. Radhakrishnan

COCHIN, August 2022
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The Rishis, the wise men of ancient India, were in a dilemma. They had compiled the Vedas, the rules of behaviour, and conceptualised Dharma. 

Dharma, you could consider as a mission statement for life. 

How can people understand it? 

How could they ensure people listened to the lessons? 

The wise men came up with the brilliant idea of telling stories which would interest people and contain the required knowledge to learn from. 

So were born the marvellous stories and epics of India. The stories teach ideals, morals, rules of life and more, brilliantly packaged in stories that enchant and teach.

The great epics of India, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, are called ithihasa, which means “this is how it happened”.

Many Hindus consider these as history and not stories or mythology. 

The Epics, especially the Mahabharata, tell us not only stories, they describe the geography of the land, how people lived, it discusses dharma and rules of living; it tells you the history of its characters and how life was then. 

One of the greatest books written in the world, the Gita, is part of the Mahabharata.

These stories have advice on administration, ruling a country, and rules for individual living, which are relevant even today as well.

Travelling storytellers came to a village or a city, people sat around a campfire, and listened as these storytellers captivated them with these tales.

Later, in folk forms like Yakshagana, Kathakali, traditional plays, these stories became dramas, and the storytellers became singers, actors and enacted the stories under flickering lamps. 

The next season was yet to start, and the fields were open. These fields became the stage for these plays.

Travelling troupes would enact these stories. Dance drama forms Kathakali or Bharata Natyam were enacted inside the temple premises.

A platform lower than the stages you see now was the stage. The light would be from oil lamps. 

No backdrops or any special effects were used. 

The musicians and singers would be at the side of the stage. You sat cross-legged on the soft sand of the temple. When you sat like this, the stage height was ideal. 

The performance would start after dinner. 

Throughout the day, the drummer would drum up a rhythm called the Keli kottu, announcing the play that they would stage that night.

The performance continued all night. We would sit mesmerised as the singer sang the story and the dancers, in traditional colourful Kathakali costumes, brought the story to life with their dance. 

It was the old story teller sitting and telling stories around a campfire, but now his stories came to life as actors emoted it.

Now you have performances that are on a modern stage, back drops, sound systems, plush seating, air conditioning and all modern conveniences. The characters came on stage in with oil lamps providing light. This had a charm of its own.

India has many stories in one form or another. There are regional variations and there are folk traditions. There would be minor or major changes. But they all have one thing in common: they enchant and they educate.
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The Ramayana a quick glimpse
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The Ramayana is the other great epic of India and talks about a period much before the Mahabharata. 

The Mahabharata is about a family feud, a falling out among brothers. In earlier days, people avoided keeping the Mahabharata at home. There was a superstition that it would lead to fights within the family. 

The Ramayana is a much gentler story, a love story in fact. 

Dashrath is the mighty king of Ayodhya who has three wives, Kaushalya, Kaikeyi, and Sumitra.

They have no children and after long prayers and yagnas are blessed with four sons. 

Rama, or Sriram, the eldest, was born to Kaushalya. Bharata, younger than Rama, was born to Kaikeyi. Sumitra, the third wife, had two younger sons, Lakshmana and Shatrughna.

Dasharatha is attached to his sons, but Rama is his favourite. Rama is an upright, handsome prince, a great warrior, learned, considerate and sweet-tempered. He is everyone’s favourite. All the three queens dote on him, the people love him.

Lakshmana is attached to Rama and Shatrughna to Bharat. But all the three younger brothers are devoted to Rama.

Rama lifts and breaks the giant bow of Shiva and thus wins the hand of Sita, daughter of king Janaka of Mithila.

Rama is an avatar of Vishnu and Sita an avatar of Lakshmi. 

Rama marries Sita, and they come back to Ayodhya. A delighted Dasharatha announces Rama will be the crown prince.

Queen Kaikeyi has a servant who has accompanied her from her father’s house. Manthra, a hunchbacked crone who fills Kaikeyi’s ears and convinces her to get the King declare Bharata as the crown prince. Kaikeyi has brain fade and agrees.

Kaikeyi is the youngest queen, beautiful and the king’s favourite. Long ago she had accompanied the King to battle and saved his life. The King grants her two boons which are now invoked by Kaikeyi.

The first boon is that Bharata be made the crown prince. The second is that Rama be banished to the forest for fourteen years. The banishment is because Kaikeyi fears that is Rama remains in the kingdom the people will not accept Bharata as the king.

Dasharatha protests but to no avail. The queen does not relent and he cannot break his promise to her. Rama hears of his father’s dilemma from Kaikeyi and cheerfully agrees to the conditions.

Sita and Lakshmana are adamant that they will also accompany him, and they do so.

Dasharatha pines for his beloved son and dies from heartbreak at the separation.

While all this is happening, Bharat and Shatrughna are away from the kingdom.

They return to find the kingdom sunk in mourning at the death of their king and the banishment of their beloved prince Rama.

In the Mahabharata, brothers and family fight for power. The Ramayana is from a more gentle and righteous time. 

Bharata is aghast and angry at what his mother has done. He disowns her and refuses the kingdom. He goes with the ministers and the citizens of Ayodhya to bring back Ram and crown him the king.

He meets Ram, Sita and Lakshman and pleads with Rama to come back and rule. But Rama refuses as he says he is duty bound to fulfil his father’s promise.

Bharata refuses to rule and finally agrees to rule as a regent for fourteen years till Rama comes back. He takes Rama’s footwear and places it on the throne and rules as a regent. During the fourteen years Rama is in the forest, Bharat also lives as an ascetic, forgoing all comforts of the palace. He takes a promise from Rama that he will be back after fourteen years. Bharat vows that if Rama does not come back, Bharata would kill himself by entering the fire. 

Rama, Sita and Lakshmana lead a happy life in the forest, having many adventures, meeting holy men and traveling the length and breadth of the land.

Shurpanakha is the sister of Ravana, the mighty king of Lanka. She wants to marry Rama or Lakshmana. When they refuse, she tries to attack Sita. Lakshmana drives her off after cutting her nose.

Shurpanakha complains to her brother and advises him to abduct Sita in revenge, which Ravana does.

Ravana is enamoured with Sita’s beauty and wants to marry her. 

He cannot do that without her consent or force himself on her because of a curse and keeps her imprisoned in the Ashoka Vatika surrounded by fearsome rakshashis. They keep trying to pressure Sita into accepting Ravana.

Rama searches for Sita and the vanaras, dwellers of the forest help him. Hanuman the vanara becomes close to Rama and is devoted to him. In Rama, Hanuman sees the lord. Hanuman himself is the son of the wind god.

They come to know that Sita is held captive by Ravana and Rama marches to Lanka with the Vanara army.

They cross the sea at Dhanushkodi with the help of a bridge made of rocks. The remains of this bridge are still seen today and called the Rama Setu.

There is a bloody battle and finally Ravana is killed and Sita rescued. 

Rama flies home in the Pushpaka Vimana of Ravana and reaches Ayodhya just before Bharata is about to enter the fire.

The family is united and Rama rules Ayodhya, surrounded by his family. 

This is just a gist of the original written by Valmiki, the first poet or adhikavi. The Ramayana is a sublime work in verse which teaches us something new every time we read it.

There are many other main versions based on the above. Two of the popular ones written by Tulsidas in the North and Kamban in the south of India. 
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The Mahabharata a quick glimpse
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This book contains some little-known stories from the Mahabharata. This is a small gist of this great epic which is the biggest epic in the world. It will help you understand the context of some stories in this book.

It is said what is not there in the Mahabharata is not there in any other book.

The Mahabharata is one of the two great epics of India. Almost everyone in India knows the gist of the story. This great epic has touched every corner of our country, India. 

The original is the Mahabharata by the sage Vyasa, who himself plays a significant part in the story.

Other than the above, there are many other versions. In many parts of India, there are local traditions and stories which are at variance with what is there in the key version.

These local stories add to the charm of this universal tale of two feuding families. 

The kingdom of the Kurus is a vast empire which had many illustrious kings. The story narrates the events that led to the great war at Kurukshetra.

There is Bhishma, the crown prince, who takes a vow of celibacy and gives up the throne so that his father, King Shantanu, can marry Satyavati. 

Bhishma is the ideal man to rule the kingdom, well trained in the arts of war, Dharma and administration of a kingdom and yet he gives up his responsibility to the country and its people to fulfil his father’s desire and lust.

Dhritarashtra and Pandu are brothers, the sons of Bhishma’s step brothers, grandsons of Queen Mother Satyavati.

Dhritarashtra is the eldest, but blind, and thus Pandu is crowned the king, which is always a sore point with Dhritarashtra. 

Pandu gets cursed that if he enters conjugal relations, has sex, he will die and so he goes to the forest with his two wives, Kunti the elder wife and Madri his second wife.

They crowned Dhritarashtra king, or rather regent, till a proper heir was born, either to him or Pandu.

Dhritarashtra and his wife beget a hundred sons and one daughter. Duryodhana is their eldest child and Dushasana is the second son. These 100 sons were the Kauravas. 

Meanwhile, in the forest, with the help of a mantra, Kunti has three sons, Yudhishthira the eldest who is Dharma incarnate, Bhima the strong, and Arjuna the Archer. Madri also has two sons with this mantra, the twins Nakul and Sahadeva. The five sons are called Pandavas, after their father, Pandu.
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